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In mid-January, 240 scientists from 17 countries, who were attending a meeting on biodiversity in
Valdivia in southern Chile, called on the Chilean government to regulate the exploitation of the
country's native forests to protect them from indiscriminate logging and prevent desertification.
While the impact of the lumber industry and the manufacture of wood products on the overall
Chilean economy is still relatively small, environmentalists fear that growth in the export of such
products will have a lasting detrimental effect on the country's biodiversity.
According to figures from the Chilean Ministry of Agriculture, Chile has 11 million hectares of
native forests, principally located in southern Chile from Valdivia, 835 km south of Santiago, to
Tierra del Fuego, 2240 km south of Santiago. Exports of forestry products earn about US$2.4 billion a
year, principally from lumber, cellulose, and wood chips. However, production of wood chips from
native forests "makes a negligible contribution to the Chilean economy," said economist Marcel
Claude, adding that it adds almost no jobs. "In value-added income, the contribution to the GDP is
only .05%," said Claude. "Therefore, this activity could be dropped and not a single macroeconomic
indicator in the country would move."
Nevertheless, according to a study by Claude on the production and export of wood chips for the
nongovernmental group Defensores del Bosque Chileno (DBCh), between 1989 and 1995, wood-chip
exports grew at an average annual rate of 155%, far superior to the 13.3% growth rate of exports in
general. While earnings for the exporting companies have increased significantly, critics say that the
growth came at the cost of soil erosion, deforestation that contributed to the loss of biodiversity, and
loss of water resources.
Growing concern about negative environmental impact on Chile's native forests prompted the
240 international scientists to write Chilean President Eduardo Frei asking that the government
play a more active role in forest preservation. "Extensive areas of native Chilean forests are being
depleted or substituted for pine or eucalyptus, putting at risk the richness of native species, the soil,
aquatic ecosystems, and water resources associated with the forest," said the letter to Frei. "What's
happening in Chile is that people have no sense of culture, they only see the present," said Marta
Kahlin, professor at the University of Chile. "Chile has good scientific resources, but they are not
being used."
Experts at the meeting said exploitation of native forests is "the worst business that Chile could
engage in," since it "does not even bring in enough money to cover the cost of reforestation." New
logging contracts draw criticism Business leaders associated with the Corporacion de la Madera
insist, however, that complaints by environmentalists such as the DBCh and Greenpeace are an
"obstructionist" effort aimed at paralyzing investment and development in economic sectors such
as forestry. Despite the complaints from environmentalists, the government continues to grant
major logging permits. Last August, the government's Comision Nacional de Medioambiente
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(CONAMA) authorized the US-based company Trillium to cut 250,000 ha of Magellan oak in Tierra
del Fuego. Although opponents waged legal battles to block Trillium's "Rio Condor Project,"
arguing that it "implies the extermination of oak forests in 30 or 35 years," the company's operations
are continuing. In addition, the state Corporacion Nacional Forestal (CONAF) recently authorized
another operation in the Corral area near Valdivia, which is now under investigation by the
Comision de Medioambiente of the Chamber of Deputies, following accusations of irregularities in
the process.
Meanwhile, nongovernmental organizations preparing for the meeting in Rio de Janeiro in March to
evaluate the results of the 1992 Earth Summit said Chile has sacrificed its environment in the name
of economic growth. "Decisionmakers, both in the public and private sectors, see environmental
concerns as an impediment to economic growth," said consultant Sara Larrain of the Red de Accion
Ecologica. The Chilean government is "obsessed with an increase in economic growth indicators
and with the insertion of the country in foreign markets." Juan Carlos Cardenas, Greenpeace
representative in Chile, said that 85% of Chile's exports are based on the extraction of natural
resources, "which show increasing levels of depletion and evidence of damage to the ecosystem."
Neither environmental sustainability nor social equality are taken into account in setting Chilean
economic policies," said Cardenas, "and this could profoundly affect governability and the future
image of the country as a model for the region." (Sources: Spanish news service EFE, 01/23/97; Inter
Press Service, 01/29/97, 02/06/97, 02/14/97)
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